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Madame Chairwoman, and Members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to
testify on behalf of the Department of the Interior regarding the impacts of the current
drought in the Southeast. | am Sam Hamilton, Regional Director for the Southeast
Region of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia.

The Service isthe principal Federal agency responsible for conserving, protecting, and
enhancing fish, wildlife, and plants and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the
American people. The Southeast Region of the Service includes the states of Georgia,
Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, Kentucky, Tennessee, North

Carolina, and South Carolina, as well as Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands.

Asyou are aware, the Southeast is in the midst of an historic drought. Many reservoirs
are at their lowest recorded elevations and several cities and towns support significantly
higher populations and demand more water than they did during previous droughts. In
2007, parts of Georgia, Alabama, North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee had
their lowest annual rainfall on record and stream flows in many areas have been at al
time lows. While some forecasts for 2008 suggest that conditions may improve later this

year, the situation today remains very serious.

Federal Rolein the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint (ACF) River Basin

Water is a public resource governed by state governments, not Federal agencies.
However, Federal agencies play an important cooperating role, and the Federal
government has made significant investments in the construction and maintenance of

reservoirs to meet multiple public use purposes. Inthe ACF basin there are four large



Federal reservoirs. One of the Department’ s roles, through the Service, isto advise
Federal agencies with regard to their obligations under the Endangered Species Act.

In the ACF River basin, this means working closely with the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, the states of Alabama, FHorida and Georgia, and other partners to ensure the
threatened Gulf sturgeon and three species of endangered mussels — the Purple
bankclimber, Fat threeridge and Chipola slabshell - are not jeopardized by any agency
action. Collectively, we are working towards the recovery of these species, which require

flowing water to survive.

Balancing the water needs of millions of people across three Statesis not easy,
particularly during this extreme drought. The river system supplies water for many
municipal and industrial purposes, including power generation, flood control, navigation,
drinking water, agriculture, pollution dilution, fish and wildlife habitat, and recreation. It
isimportant to understand that the Service is not putting the needs of fish and mussels
ahead of the needs of people. Conserving aquatic speciesis a means to ensure the health
of our rivers and streams, and mussels are the canary in the coa mine for our rivers -
declines in native mussel populations indicate an emerging problem with the health of the

river that could affect people.

The Service has been working with the Corps since the 1980s when drafting of revisions
to the ACF Water Control Plan began. Shortly thereafter the “ ACF Water Wars” ensued
in several Federa courts. Throughout the era of the tri-state water compact in the 1990s,
the Service provided assistance as additional data was collected and as the States
negotiated water allocations. With the listing of the Gulf sturgeon as threatened in 1991
and the mussels as endangered in 1998 under the Endangered Species Act, the Service

consulted with the Corps as it managed flows within the system.

In addition to our participation in these overarching negotiations, the Service is working
proactively on the ground in the ACF basin to help communities meet their growing

water demands. For example:



e In 2001, we provided $200,000 to agricultural producersin the FHint River basin
to retrofit irrigation systems in order to conserve water;

e 1n 2004, we helped develop guidance for streamlining the review process for
water supply reservoirs throughout Georgia;

¢ 1n 2005-2006, we helped develop awater supply plan protocol to assist
municipalities with securing water supply while minimizing impacts to federally
listed species north of Atlanta; and

e |n 2006, we provided $130,000 to the State of Georgiato begin the planning
process for the development of a habitat conservation plan for the lower Hint
River basin which would help engage basin stakeholders, primarily agricultural
users, in water conservation and mussel protection.

e For many years, we have been working in high priority areas throughout the basin
on mussel surveys and monitoring. By entering into partnerships with
communities, landowners, and local, State and Federal agencies, we continue to

explore opportunities to restore and protect aquatic habitat.

Regardless of these and other proactive efforts to conserve species, in 2006, the basin
experienced diminishing precipitation levels and the situation worsened in 2007. Without
rainfall, the Corps had to adjust its operations to meet the multiple purposes of the
reservoirs, the needs of fish and wildlife, and the needs of basin stakeholders.

To address potential effects of reservoir operations, the Corps developed the Interim
Operating Plan (I0P) in 2006, and the Service formally consulted on this plan. While
some mussels could be affected by the |OP, we concluded that the 2006 10P was not
enough to avoid jeopardy to the species continued existence. Measuresto avoid and

minimize harm to the species were recommended and accepted by the Corps.

Asthe drought worsened, the Corps and the Service agreed to several adjustments to the
IOP in October 2007, to help maintain water in reservoir storage. The Corpsthen
formally amended the IOP on November 1, 2007, producing the Exceptional Drought

Operations (EDO) plan to increase opportunities to store water during rain events.



Knowing that extreme drought was continuing, and given our close working relationship
with the Corps, the Service marshaled alarge team to collect additional data, complete
the needed analyses, and complete formal consultation on the EDO in only 15 days, a
process that typically takes up to 135 days.

Today we continue to work closely with the Corps, the States, and other Federal agencies
to enhance flexibility in water management on the ACF, while considering the needs of
fish and wildlife resources. Most recently, we have been supporting Secretary
Kempthorne and his staff asthey assist the States in negotiating a water sharing
agreement for the ACF.

Drought Throughout the Southeast
Of course, the ACF basin is just one of the stressed river systems throughout the
Southeast. In addition to working with Alabama, Florida, and Georgia, we are working
with partnersin North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee as they wrestle with
assessing and understanding the ongoing and future impacts of drought. For example:
e Weareactively working with the Corps, the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission, and Alabama Power Company in the Alabama-Coosa-Tallapoosa
(ACT) River Basin to address the impact of operational changes on listed species.
o Weareworking with six States most deeply affected by the current drought (AL,
FL, GA, NC, SC and TN) to develop a drought contingency plan for freshwater
mussels. The plan will guide decision-making with regard to appropriate actions
that should be carried out in the event of extreme drought conditions.
Contingency planning will identify a monitoring network of specific actionsto be
taken, expected consequences of these actions, and triggers for initiating actions
and expectations regarding evaluation of any actions that are implemented.
e In Tennessee, we worked with the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) when they
reduced flows at Normandy Dam on the Duck River in October 2007. The Duck
River supports significant populations of three federally listed mussal species. In
February 2008, we devel oped a plan with TV A and the state of Tennesseeto



further reduce flows from Normandy Reservoir in order to conserve water for
future needs of humans and mussels if the drought continues.

¢ In South Carolina and North Carolina, we are working with key partners on
strategies to save a number of mussel species. We have also initiated emergency
rescue operations for one species, the federally endangered Carolina heel splitter,
of which only 10 small populations remain.

¢ In North Carolina, we are working with the Corps and other partners to manage
reservoir levels and river flowsin the Raleigh area.

e InForida s Everglades, we are working with many partners including the South
Florida Water Management District, local governments, and the Corps to manage
the significant drought challenges currently found throughout the entire
ecosystem. Lake Okeechobee, known as the liquid heart of the Everglades, is
facing record low water levels that are expected to drop even further as the dry
season continues. We are working together to strike a balance that meets south
Florida's water needs, protects important habitat such as the Arthur R. Marshall
Loxahatchee National Wildlife Refuge, and conserves species including the snail
kite, a highly endangered bird.

Infor mation Needs

The Department is seriously committed to working with states affected by drought now
and in the future. The drought has highlighted data gaps and information needs that, if
filled, would facilitate future decision-making for the Service and our State and Federal
partners. For example, for the ACF we have created alist of projects that would increase
our understanding of river hydrology and the habitat needs of sturgeon and mussels;
implement key habitat restoration efforts; and provide incentives to private landowners to
conserve water. We are developing similar lists of information needs for the ACT and

other basins.

The drought has also highlighted existing areas of work that are crucia for understanding
water shortages. For example, USGS stream gauges throughout these river systems have

been important monitoring tools over the course of the drought. Dataresulting from this



program is basic to our ability to understand changing hydrology and manage these river
systems.

While we need information to make decisions, partnerships with key water users and
education efforts that encourage the public to conserve water are also needed. Water may
soon become alimiting factor for growth and development in many areas of the
southeast. While we cannot produce more rain, we can all do more to maximize the use
of the precipitation that the Southeast receives to best meet the needs of all water users.

Conclusion

The Department and its State and Federal partners have been working proactively for
many years to implement solutions that balance the many uses of these systems,
including meeting the water needs of people, while at the same time conserving species.
Maintaining healthy river systemsis critically important to the economy and natural
environment of the Southeastern United States. The drought has taught us that more
needs to be done to keep these systems healthy for generations to come. These lessons
are particularly important in light of climate change predictions, which suggest more
intense droughts, sea level rise and increased temperatures in the Southeast. The
Department is committed to help states find practi cable and balanced solutions, based on
the realities of Mother Nature, to manage their water supplies.

Madame Chairwoman, thank you for the opportunity to testify today. This concludes my
prepared remarks, and | would be happy to respond to any questions that Members may

have.



